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and is apt to despair of success before the experi-
ment is completed. Again, no immunities are so ill
protected from the encroachments of the supreme
power as those of municipal bodies in general : they
are unable to struggle, single - handed, against a
strong or an enterprising government, and they cannot
defend their cause with success unless it be identified
with the customs of the nation and supported by
public opinion. Thus until the independence of
townships is amalgamated with the manners of a
people it is easily destroyed, and it is only after a long
existence in the laws that it can be thus amalgamated.
Municipal freedom is not the fruit of human device ;
it is rarely created ; but it is, as it were, secretly and
spontaneously engendered in the midst of a semi-
barbarous state of society. The constant action of the
laws and the national habits, peculiar circumstances,
and above all, time may consolidate it ; but there is
certainly no nation on the continent of Europe which
has experienced its advantages. Nevertheless local
assemblies of citizens constitute the strength of free
nations. Town-meetings are to liberty what primary
schools are to science ; they bring it within the
people's reach, they teach men how to use and how
to enjoy it. A nation may establish a system of free
government, but without the spirit of municipal
institutions it cannot have the spirit of liberty. The
transient passions and the interests of an hour, or
the chance of circumstances, may have created the
external forms of independence ; but the despotic
tendency which has been repelled will, sooner or later,
inevitably reappear on the surface.
In order to explain to the reader the general
principles on which the political organization of the
counties and townships of the United States rest, I
have thought it expedient to choose one of the States